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ABSTRACT 
Business leaders frequently obsess about their company's brand image; leaders in higher education 
likewise fixate on their school's perceived image and value equation in the marketplace. In many 
cases, though, educational brand strategy is limited to marketing and advertising campaigns. But an 
effective brand management strategy can be maximized only if the brand carries a promise and if 
every member of the academic community is committed to fulfilling that promise. The challenge of 
building an educational brand is compounded by collegiate ranking methodologies, which make 
institutions' value propositions blatant, though not necessarily accurate. Several presidents have 
publicly refused to participate in ranking surveys, and others will elect to do the same. But most 
won't. Leadership teams often decry the flaws in collegiate rankings while continuing to participate 
in the process, thus adding to the misalignment of academic perceptions and brands. Though some 
might consider the notion of running a university like a business to be somewhat crass, the challenge 
of building a brand is ultimately the same for both. 
 
Keywords: Academic, Private, Universities, Branding, Image, Ghana 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Academics and the student experience are 
foundational elements of any higher education 
institution and are key elements of its brand promise. 
Institutions that want to actively manage their 
education brand must first consider how the 
marketplace perceives their brand promise. When 
comparing educational brands, some institutions are 
leading marketplace perceptions, while others are 
lagging. For example, the 2006 TIME magazine 
article "Who Needs Harvard?" observed: "There are 
scores . . . hundreds even, [of] honors colleges 
embedded inside public universities that offer an Ivy 
education at state-school prices; small liberal-arts  
 
 
Colleges that exalt the undergraduate experience in a 
way that the big schools can't rival." In other words, 
some institutions are delivering student experiences 
that exceed the market's perceptions, while others 
which may have higher traditional prestige offer 
student experiences that deliver nothing more than 
market perceptions would suggest, and sometimes 
less. Over time, marketplaces have a way of 
correcting themselves, and innovative leaders will 
capitalize on the changing times. One of the biggest 
challenges for leaders is to get everyone in the 
organization to unite behind the brand strategy. 
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Brand Strategies 
Factors such as academic offerings, student 
experience, an institution's prestige, and "intangibles" 
comprise a higher education brand promise. And 
prospective students are hyperaware of the numerous 
brand images in higher education. Abundant online 
tools, publications, and other resources make today's 
college students better informed and more cognizant 
of available options than ever before. Some 
prospective students are looking past the famous 
schools' brand promise and buying into the brands of 
other institutions. These days, virtually all students 
are brand shoppers -- but not all colleges have 
developed effective brand strategies. Ironically, 
colleges and universities that have granted degrees in 
branding and brand management for decades haven't 
made brand management strategy a core function of 
their senior leadership. Much of the branding work in 
higher education has been in peripheral areas, such as 
assessing Pantone colors in logos, creating and 
disseminating marketing materials, or selling 
licensed merchandise. One branding consultant wrote 
in his blog: "Florida Atlantic University is getting 
branded. They've got feedback from 1,500 people, 
and they are deciding on colors . . . and mascots . . . 
and this only took 16 focus groups and 200 opinions 
on ways to improve the colors and logos. What's 
missing in this story? Any mention of the quality of 
education or customer experience." The blogger's 
comments ridicule a dangerously narrow view of 
branding that's rampant in academe. Many of the 
challenges that higher education leaders face are 
brand-related: student recruiting and admissions, 
alumni giving, community relations, faculty 
engagement, staff culture, and the student 
experience. In essence, the emotional and 
psychological dynamics of an educational institution 
as a whole influence and shape the perceptions of its 
brand in the marketplace. The brand image of an 
institution is created by and reflects all those 
institutional dynamics. Another ironic example is 
that many Ivy League schools have graduation rates 
as high as 98%, and students will remain even though 
the student experience may be better at less 
expensive public institutions with much lower 
graduation rates. This dynamic is a result of the 
power of branding. Given the needs of the market 
and its customers, Gallup researchers see a demand 
for innovative leaders who can take the best business 
principles and apply them to the best academic 
traditions. These leaders will help higher education 
preserve its heritage while creating a new legacy by 
changing the face of academe. Specifically, these 
leaders will do two things: 
 update curricula to reflect the needs of the 
changing marketplace dynamics of the 
student population and the impact of 
globalization 
 improve the engagement levels and 
operational effectiveness of the institution to 
enhance the student experience and 
maximize the return on dollars invested 
The business community recognizes that 
globalization is both inescapable and a golden 
opportunity. Because higher education prepares 
students to enter this business climate -- and because 
higher education should be responsive to the same 
global market forces that affect business -- curricula 
must be relevant in today's global marketplace. Too 
many academics assume that globalization is only an 
issue for the business and modern language 
departments. That's a mistake. For example, in its 
report on "College Learning for the New Global 
Century," the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities concluded: "The context in which 
today's students will make choices and compose lives 
is one of disruption rather than certainty, and of 
interdependence rather than insularity. . . . Reflecting 
the traditions of American higher education since the 
founding, the term 'liberal education' headlines the 
kinds of learning needed for a free society and for the 
full development of human talent." The effects of 
globalization require not only new academic 
subjects, but they also present fresh avenues of 
pedagogy. Institutions must accommodate non-
traditional students, an aging student population, 
more online and distance learning, and a broader 
spectrum of student needs. Colleges and universities 
that manage these changes successfully will 
strengthen their brand's position in the marketplace. 
Brand experience, though, is another matter. An 
institution's brand experience is the result of human 
interactions that boost students' and employees' 
emotional engagement -- or diminish it. Educational 
leaders must play a key role in engaging students and 
the institution's faculty and staff. We have yet to find 
a student population that is more engaged than the 
employee population that serves it. 
Engagement 
In higher education, student engagement depends 
largely on creating a sense of belonging. Feeling as 
though they are a part of a larger community is a 
critical aspect of a student's choice to remain 
connected to that community. This sense of 
belonging hinges on the interactions students have 
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and the relationships they build -- not just with 
fellow students, but with faculty, staff, and 
administrators. Thus, all these groups -- staff, faculty, 
administrators, and even the students themselves -- 
play key roles in delivering an institution's brand 
promise. The choice to stay enrolled in school is 
heavily influenced by student engagement. And 
levels of student engagement correlate strongly to 
many of the outcomes institutions care about: 
retention, graduation rates, achievement gains, and 
alumni giving. For example, a study of Stanford 
University alumni stated that "Satisfaction with the 
undergraduate experience is the single most essential 
pre-condition for giving. . . . Those who are not 
satisfied are, without exception, nondonors."  The 
same study concluded: "Alumni who are made to feel 
that they are still an important part of the Stanford 
community are much more likely to be donors than 
those who do not feel they are an important part of 
the Stanford community. . . . Those who most value 
their Stanford education want to be donors, while 
others must be convinced." 
Harvard University is regarded by many as one of the 
best educational institutions in America, and possibly 
in the world. It's certainly one of the richest, with an 
endowment nearing $30 billion. So it's easy to 
assume that Harvard could disband its recruiting, 
development, and marketing departments and still do 
well, coasting on its unassailable brand image and 
brand promise. But Harvard doesn't think so. The 
university is going to great lengths to solidify its 
position in the higher education marketplace. Drew 
Gilpin Faust, Ph.D., was selected to lead the 
university because, among other qualities, she's an 
exceptional consensus builder. Harvard is revamping 
its curriculum for the first time in a generation and 
focusing more on a global perspective. Furthermore, 
Harvard is actively working to unify its 11 
notoriously independent colleges. In other words, 
Harvard is updating its academic offerings to reflect 
a changing world, and its new president is working to 
create a collective sense of engagement through a 
shared sense of mission. The one school that seems 
to face the least competitive threat is going to great 
lengths to do what we think all schools must do  
build a stronger brand. "Build a stronger brand" is 
easy to say. But delivery is another matter. The brand 
promise is based on academics and emotional 
engagement, and engagement derives partly from the 
institution's leadership. All of these issues are 
critically important, and all are severely devalued if 
the brand promise is fragmented or delivered poorly.  
Effective delivery requires that an institution's 
leaders have a clear understanding of the 
marketplace's perceptions of its brand; that its staff, 
administration, and faculty cohesively execute the 
brand strategy; and that it actively pursues student 
and employee engagement.  
Consumers and Branding 
As indicated in the first section for every 
organisation the only reason why they brand their 
product is to make the product reach the consumer 
better. The basis of branding is to position the 
company’s product to the extent that it will directly 
reflect exactly what the aspiration of the consumer is 
and what influences him to make the decisions of 
purchasing. Exporting this to the branding, Schmidt 
and Ludlow (2002) further argues that there are many 
competitors within one industry who are all 
competing for the attention of the same consumers 
and even where they are different they share common 
characteristic in terms of values of consumption. To 
that extent branding cannot be done if it is not 
consumer centred but centred on any other issues 
which the organization is interested in (Wernick, 
2001).  
When an organisation is carrying out it branding, it 
sets a mechanism in place that will be able to 
interrogate exactly what the consumers are looking 
for and the looks out for what the competitors are 
also lacking and then present that the consumer in a 
brand. In effect the outward form of a brand which 
may come in the form of the colour of the product, 
the design of the product, the price, the promotion 
strategy or any other attribute which is used to 
distinguish the product is directly as a results of 
many invisible activities which has been carried out 
for so many years and with so many people who have 
also considered so many factors (Holt, 2004). This is 
in line with the marketing concept in general and the 
view of Drucker (2002) that the only reason for the 
existence of an entity is the satisfaction of the 
consumer. 
The consumer occupies the pinnacle of the hierarchy 
of the need of the marketer where he reigns as 
sovereign and king. Kotler (2004) asserts that when a 
company sees the consumer in that way it facilitates 
the alacrity with which it directs all of its attention 
and resources to satisfy their needs. This view is not 
different from Aaker (2001) when he present in his 
study that the consumer directs the purposes and the 
existence of the organisation. To him any 
organisation that want to feel the relevance of the 
consumer to their business will have to cut them off 
and will see the debilitating effect that it has on its 
business. Customers are those who buy the product 
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and they are those who provide the opportunity for 
the organisation to make sales, get profits, pay their 
staff, pay taxes to government and then pay the 
dividends to their shareholders.  So there is a 
justification for considering the customers as very 
important for the organization activities. This 
explains why organizations take on a lot of in 
consumer research so that when branding it can 
respond to the consumer senses ( Kotler, (2004).  
The consumer is a very complex entity whose views 
and desires are not static but very dynamic. They are 
the subject matter of change due to the changes 
which takes place in their environment. For this 
reason the brand must also be continuously 
positioned to align in term of equity and value to 
these changing values of the consumer their need and 
their demand by a lot of favour which are going on in 
the environment hence brand at all times must be 
designed to suit the changing needs of the consumer 
(Tan, 2010).  
In academic studies there are number of researchers 
and theories that have sought to present some form of 
conceptualization of the values of the consumer of 
his purchasing behaviour that can aid branding 
however these studies are all limited in their own 
ways since most have them have been carried out 
under subjective processes (Kotler et al, 2009). Their 
weaknesses notwithstanding, three important 
theories; one from the psychology point of view, one 
from the economic point of view and one from the 
sociology point of view presents a very useful 
challenge for business organizations when embarking 
on branding strategies.  The three main theories 
which are under review here are the utilitarian value 
theory, the theory of cognitive orientation and the 
theory of consumption value (Kotler et al, 2009). 
These three theories present cogent arguments as to 
what consumers seek and around which branding can 
be built. 
 
Utilitarian Consumption and Branding 
 As the name implies, this is a theory which comes 
directly from the economic theory of maximum 
utility. In the main theory the economic 
understanding of the consumer is that because of the 
scarcity of resources and also because of the 
insatiable needs of the consumer, there is the need for 
the consumer to ensure that at all time the choices or 
the combination of choices which are taken into his 
basket are those which gives him maximum 
satisfaction. This means they make choices of the 
products that will give them the highest value for the 
money’s worth and any time there is a shift in that 
they are going to change their mind and then look 
elsewhere to get value for their money.   In the 
opinion of Neumeier (2004) there is a strong 
intersection between the brand value and the 
utilitarian model when it comes to value for money.  
This is because the essence of giving a brand is to 
grant an assurance that the product is able to provide 
the consumer with value for money.  
The utilitarian point of view is that the only way by 
which the organisation can gain value is the price 
which the product is going to be set. This is where it 
also differs from other theories that considers that 
value is not only measure by the prices which the 
good and services are provided. This notwithstanding 
it comes through that for an effective brand it must 
give careful consideration to the prices which it set 
for the product and services since all consumers are 
very prices sensitive price-sensitive and at any given 
time they are going to make the choices of the 
product which has the lower prices if it becomes the 
only bass for comparison. 
By and large this is the point which Porter (2001) 
discuses when he talks about the issue of cost 
advance strategy. In his view an organisation that is 
able to provide a low cost product is able to set the 
prices within the rang where it can attract as many 
customers as possible due to the general 
apprehension towards higher prices and that allow it 
to increase its market share at the expense of the 
competitors. A company that is unable to do that, is 
limited in being able to control competition and 
gaining larger access to the market as much as 
possible. Porter typifies the role of low cost and low 
price production as an important branding strategy by 
classifying it is among the top three generic strategies 
which an organisation may be able to adopt in any 
market where it is serving and are assured of 
eventual success. Even in the blue ocean strategies 
(Kim, & Mauborgne, 2005) there is a confirmation of 
the importance of having to produce and brand as a 
low cost producer and suppliers as very important. 
Each of the studies gives reason why they consider 
this as important.  
The above notwithstanding, this form of branding has 
some form of limitations which are very significant 
to the world of business. For example according to 
Diller et al (2006) cheap product are considered 
inferior in many parts of the world hence are not 
attractive brand at all. It is further his position that 
developing a brand only on the basis for cost price 
superiority has limitation to the extent that consumer 
are not only influenced by cost hence there a lot of 
Volume 6 | Issue 1 | June-August-2017 [(6)1: 218-226] | http://onlinejournal.org.uk/index.php/ejocr  
cheap product that are on sale on shelves which are 
never bought while expensive ones are bought 
(Kunde, 2002). To that extent the importance of the 
utilitarian value theory to branding and business 
decision making is not all inclusive since it can be 
practically misleading. Many studies shave pointed 
out other things which consumer place value on and 
which they are looking for.  
In such a case they do not care about the prices 
which the products are sold. In the hospitality sector 
cheaper hotels are sometimes appreciated when it 
comes to comparing those of the same star and with 
the same facilities but across stare consumers are 
different (Paul et al, 2010). While some prefer to live 
in luxurious hotels which cost so much, other also 
makes choices which will be the minimum as much 
as possible in their cost. This does not in any way 
take away the fact that hotels can either brand as 
lowly priced hotels which are all over in town and 
then highly priced hotel as it has already been 
acknowledged. The important thing is the type of 
customer which the company is targeting. If the hotel 
is targeting the top upper class and the political upper 
class, there is little basis to consider cost but for the 
lower down social these are very important. 
 Social Cognitive Orientation and Branding 
The social cognitive orientation model of consumer 
behaviour which aid branding decision is from the 
psychology point of view. The promoter is Alfred 
Bandura (1976) which who himself is social 
psychologist argues that individual consumer 
decision making is premised on an interaction of 
environmental and personality factors. There is an 
orchestration between specific personality factors of 
an individual and the environment which enable the 
person to make decision.  When Bandura talk about 
personality factors he is saying that each person is 
unique and has traits which give shape to his or her 
own ideas and his or her own values. Even twins 
have certain things within them which make them 
have independence of choice or the things which 
affect their emotional stability (Barnes, 2000).     
These factors enforce their sense of belief, the self 
esteem and other critical factors.  Heig (2010), 
outlines the personality values as including 
perception and attitude to comfortable life, equality, 
freedom, fun, social acceptance exciting life, 
happiness, pleasure, security, excitement, self-
fulfilment, inner peace, self-respect, sense of 
belonging, and wisdom, salvation, fear, rationality, 
music, humour, sex, emotions and scarcity. These 
sentiments and attitude are so inherent that 
consumers are unlikely to compromise on any of 
them. In the same way when they are always 
yearning for attachment to any opportunity to get 
enforcement for these values 
To him the choices of product are directly based on 
how the product is able to enforce some of these 
factors as much as possible. This point of view has 
been linked to branding in many ways. For example 
according to Peters (2007), since the ultimate goal of 
a brand is to be able to create a permanent and an 
affective relationship which will be long lasting, then 
a good brand must target and fulfil the very attributes 
which the consumer considers valuable and make 
him loyal with the product or service. When a 
consumer get hold of a brand it should be able to 
give him this sense of emotional satisfaction to the 
point that he or she will prefer rejecting to reject an 
alternative or postpone the purchase if he does not 
get the specific brand due to the fact that it is the only 
product which fills the gap in personality which the 
individual is looking for (Peters, 2007). Cooke 
(2008) has also done some studies about these 
personality values and claims that a brands highest 
scoring point is the personality factors.  
When a brand is directly aimed at reaching and 
addressing the personality issues, it gives the 
consumer a sense of belonging and enhances 
personalized services. An example of example of this 
form of attachment if presented by Olins 
(2003) when he argues that there are so many people 
who are attached to Coco-coal products to the extent 
that even mineral water provided by the company is 
preferred to other brands like Quench even though 
they all have the same quality and are made of the 
same materials. The difference is that when the 
person takes Coca-cola he finds all the satisfaction 
which has been outlined above and which Quench 
does not give. If the same Quench mineral water is 
poured and sealed in a bottle with a Coca-Cola 
inscription and vice versa when the person takes that 
person receives satisfaction as much as possible. The 
difference between the two satisfactions is because of 
the change in brand. The position of Bandura is that 
the company must position itself to understand the 
thinks which are cherished and deeply rooted in the 
consumer heart and brand their products to be able to 
meet these needs. The second areas of interest to 
Bandura’s theory are the role that the environment 
plays in branding and consumer choices. The 
environment here is the political, the economic, the 
socio-cultural and the technological environments in 
which the consumer is living.  
According to Aaker (2004) each of the factors in the 
environment has its own way of affecting what the 
Volume 6 | Issue 1 | June-August-2017 [(6)1: 218-226] | http://onlinejournal.org.uk/index.php/ejocr  
consumer can have access to and what they should 
consider in their choice (Aaker, 2004). For example 
when it comes to the political environment it works 
through the polices and the laws which are put in 
place to control resources and consumption patterns 
while the economic factors cover issues which has to 
do with demand and supply and also switching cost, 
inflationary rate and other disposal income available 
to the consumer and which affect the choices which 
are made.  Each of these affects branding in one way 
or the other but some have more major effects than 
others. For example some countries are more 
associated with certain brands than others while 
products from some countries are seen as very 
inferior and substandard (Kilburn and Riachi, 2008). 
This means that branding would have to be careful in 
considering each of these consumer perceptions, 
which even though may not be justified, can affect 
the fortunes of an entity.  
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